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OUR GOAL 

To assist educators and 
policymakers in their 
efforts to apply the 
evidence base to 
decisions about policies, 
programs, and practices 
they encounter. 



REQUEST: 

What is the research base regarding what is working for reducing the achievement gap; specifically, 
what does the research say about the effectiveness of particular approaches/strategies? 


RESPONSE 


General Information 


REL-SE staff members conducted searches of the Internet and UNCG online education databases 
(EconLit, Google Scholar, Wilson Web, etc.) for research and studies regarding the academic 
achievement gap and strategies for closing the achievement gap. REE-SE staff members also consulted 
relevant non-profit organizations (AIR, Mathematica, NASSP, RAND, Urban Institute, etc.) as well as 
U.S. government websites (U.S. ED, GAO, lES, WWC, etc.) for evaluation and research involving the 
achievement gap. 


The search produced a series of papers and studies that roughly fall into two categories: general 
academic research concentrating on the extent and impact of the achievement gap and more applied 
papers examining “best practices” and strategies that have been deemed to improve the academic 
performance of ethnic minority students in various settings. The latter group of studies range in 
methodological approach from more rigorous to expert opinion. 


If you have any questions regarding this document, please contact the 
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The primary resources in the general academic literature examining the extent and impact 
of the achievement gap include Berends, Lucas, Sullivan, and Briggs (2005); Cannon and 
Karoly (2007); Clotfelter, Ladd, and Vigdor (2006); Fryer and Levitt (2004 & 2005); 
Hanushek and Rivkin (2006); Jencks and Phillips (1998); and Murnane, Willett, Bub, and 
McCartney (2006). The majority of these studies analyze large data sets, such as the 
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study or statewide data, to examine trends over time and 
provide good reviews of the literature. Jenck and Phillips (1998), in particular, provide a 
good overview of the various aspects of the empirical analyses within the literature. 

While the literature consistently notes the persistence of the achievement gap, particularly 
for black and Latino children, the source of the gap is still debated. Most studies in this 
group find that family background, socioeconomic status, and school factors such as 
teacher quality are the most consistent predictors of the achievement gap. 

The second group of studies examines the impact of specific schools, districts and/or 
states to determine the effectiveness of certain interventions and/or policies to narrow the 
gap and assist targeted students. This group includes Akkus, Gunel, and Hand (2007); 
Card and Rothstein (2007), Gordon, Paik and Walberg (2007), Guskey (2005), 

Hannaway (2005), Holland (2007), Lewis, James, Hancock, and Hill-Jackson (2008), 
Lubenski (2007), Murnane (2008), Noguera (2007), Singham (2003); and U.S. 
Department of Education (2006 & 2007). Noguera (2007) provides the most succinct 
summary of strategies deemed successful in narrowing the achievement gap: 

In the best schools where all children are achieving regardless of race or class, 
there are typically several strategies in place, including: 1) a commitment to 
engage parents as partners in education with explicit roles and responsibilities for 
parents and educators laid out; 2) strong instructional leadership focused on a 
coherent program for curriculum and instruction that teachers support and follow; 
3) a willingness to evaluate interventions and reforms to ensure quality control; 4) 
a recognition that discipline practices must be linked to educational goals and 
must always aim at re-connecting troubled students to learning; and 5) a 
commitment to finding ways to meet the non-academic needs of poor students.^ 

Several studies also note the importance of high-quality professional development for 
teachers (Guskey, 2005; Hannaway, 2005; Holland, 2007; and U.S. Dept, of Education, 
2006 & 2007) as well as the general importance of teacher quality (Hannaway, 2005; and 
Hanushek and Rivkin, 2006). Murnane (2008) integrates the broader themes that various 
bodies of the literature promote: the importance of organizational design and district 
policies and the importance of improving incentives. U.S. Department of Education 
(2006 & 2007) focus their discussion on charter schools, but the principles and strategies 
highlighted are applicable in other institutional settings. 

Overall, findings from this limited sample of studies indicate that the achievement gap for 
ethnic minority students is often narrowed and, at times, statistically significant 
improvement in student achievement is achieved. However, these are mostly quasi- 
experimental and simple observational studies that lack strong external validity (which 


* Retrieved March 19, 2008, from http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/er/pn strat.html . 
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would allow inferences to be generalizable to other settings and/or populations). Caution 
should be used when interpreting and using the results provided in these studies. 
Common themes, as those discussed above, are emerging in both the causes and the 
possible strategies for successfully dealing with the achievement gap. 
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Author’s abstract: This chapter focuses on the relationship between poverty and factors 
associated with poverty and student academic achievement in urban areas. Researchers and 
practicing educators have long known of the strong link between family background 
characteristics, particularly family economic status, and the academic achievement of students. 
After reviewing demographic data on urban America, we present student achievement data over a 
number of years to show how the achievement gap has persisted, but also to highlight factors that 
are likely to affect it. The analysis then shifts to a review of the literature, exploring three classes 
of explanation for the achievement gap (increases in the number of language minorities and of 
racial and ethnic minorities, and poverty in urban schools), concluding with an examination of 
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significant understatement of the increase in the achievement gap with age within the ECLS and 
other data sets. [PDF included] 


Holland, H. (2007). Can educators close the achievement gap? Interview with R. Rothstein 
and K. Haycock. Journal of Staff Development, 28(1), 54-8, 62. 
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associate, and Kati Haycock, Education Trust director, is provided. Rothstein and Haycock 
discuss whether educators can close the achievement gap. [PDF included] 
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Lewis, C. W., James, M., Hancock, S., & Hill-Jackson, V. (2008). Framing African- 

American students’ success and failure in urban settings: A typology for change. Urban 
Education, 43(2), 127-153. 

Authors’ abstract: Grounded in critical race theory, this article seeks to frame the ideological 
positions of success and failure for Afriean-Ameriean students in urban school settings. First, we 
revisit national data and research literature that illustrate the ongoing urban black- white 
achievement gap. Second, the Matrix of Achievement Paradigms is shared in an attempt to 
advanee the conversation on Afriean-Ameriean students’ achievement. It provides a serviceable 
organizational tool for framing African-American students’ success and failure. Finally, we 
bridge rhetoric with practical ideas for stakeholders by providing recommendations for closing 
the achievement gap in urban settings. [PDF included] 
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Lubienski, S. T. (2007). What we can do about achievement disparities. Educational 
Leadership, 65(3), 54-59. 

Author’s abstract: Part of a special issue on making math count. Advice for schools on closing 
the mathematics achievement gap for low socioeconomic status (low-SES) and minority students 
is provided. They should help students move heyond the belief that math is simply memorization, 
help students understand rich math problems, analyze math disparities, and protect low-SES 
students’ interests. [PDF included] 


Murnane, R. J. (2008). Educating urban children. Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of 
Economic Research Working Paper No. 13791. 

Author’s abstract: Eor a variety of reasons described in the paper, improving the performance of 
urban school districts is more difficult today than it was several decades ago. Yet economic and 
social changes make performance improvement especially important today. Two quite different 
bodies of research provide ideas for improving the performance of urban school districts. One 
group of studies, conducted primarily by scholars of organizational design, examines the 
effectiveness of particular district management strategies. The second, conducted primarily by 
economists, focuses on the need to improve incentives. Each body of research offers important 
insights. Each is somewhat insensitive to the importance of the insights offered by the other 
literature. A theme of this paper is that insights from both literatures are critical to improving 
urban school systems. [PDE included] 


Murnane, R. J., Willett, J. B., Bub, K. L., & McCartney, K. (2006). Understanding trends in 

the black-white achievement gaps during the first years of school. In G. Burtless and J. 

R. Pack (Eds.), Brookings-Wharton Papers on Urban Affairs: 2006 (pp. 97-135). 

Washington DC: Brookings Institution. 

Abstract: The research described in this paper has two goals. The first is to examine the extent to 
which trends in black- white achievement gaps during the first years of school reported by Eryer 
and Levitt are sensitive to model specification. The second goal is to examine whether the 
patterns that Eryer and Levitt documented in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K) 
data set are also present in a smaller but richer longitudinal data set collected with the support of 
the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD). The authors of this 
paper examine trends in the black- white gap in mathematics and English Language Arts s ki lls 
from the beginning of kindergarten to the end of grade. They also examine the impact of a 
measure of parenting behavior when children were very young and three types of school quality 
indicators on students’ academic achievement. One finding is that trends in black- white 
achievement gaps are quite different in the NICHD data set than in the ECLS-K data set. A 
second is that the measure of early parenting behavior is a strong predictor of subsequent 
mathematics and English Language Arts skills. A third is that the racial-ethnic composition of the 
student body and amount of time spent on mathematics instruction influence children’s 
mathematics skills. [Includes commentary by E. Hanushek and R. Maynard; PDE included] 


Noguera, P. (2007). Closing the racial achievement gap: The best strategies of the schools we 
send them to. In Motion Magazine, published online. 

Link: http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/er/pn strat.html 
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Singham, M. (2003). The achievement gap: Myths and reality. Phi Delta Kappan, 84{%), 586- 
591. 

Author’s abstract: The repeated efforts to explain and remedy the frustrating problem of the 
achievement gap have clearly been inadequate. The gap between black and white students has 
been blamed on, among other things, biased standardized tests, tests that do not match the 
learning styles of black students, less money spent on educating black students, socioeconomic 
variation, and lack of motivation. Although, as with most complicated problems, the usual 
strategy is to attempt to rank-order the difficulties and deal with them one at a time, the failure to 
close the achievement gap suggests that such a linear approach may not be appropriate in this 
situation. The writer argues that it may be better to focus on implementing remedies that are good 
for all students. [PDF included] 


U.S. Department of Education (2006). Charter high schools: Closing the achievement gap. 
Washington, DC: Office of Innovation and Improvement. 

Abstract: This guide profiles eight charter secondary schools that are making headway in 
meeting the achievement challenge. [PDF included] 


U.S. Department of Education (2007). K-8 charter schools: Closing the achievement gap. 
Washington, DC: Office of Innovation and Improvement. 

Author’s abstract: The K-8 Charter Schools: Closing the Achievement Gap publication features 
seven schools that are making significant inroads toward closing the achievement gap in their 
school communities. As a group, they have created learning environments where historically 
underserved children are thriving. Schools featured in the guide are located in Arizona, Colorado, 
Connecticut, Illinois, New York, Ohio, and Texas. [PDF included] 
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